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FREli'ACE 
This paper is a follow-up to an earlier paper ·I did which 
discussed the basic needs of older people, includ:ing physical, 
emotiona], social, and spiritual needs. Therefore, I see no need 
to deal with all of these needs again, but wish instead t o discuss 
the church's place in helping to meet some of these needs. Most 
of the ideas in thj.s paper could be helpf ul to almost a ny organ-
ization dealing with older people, but focus is placed upon the 
dealings of churches of the Christian faith with the elderly. 
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THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH JN HELPING OIJ)ER. PEOPLE 
"No one should die before• ·his life is over" is a phrase used 
by an organization called the Gray Panthers that is a group of old 
and young people working together for social change. 1 This saying 
should be a motivating call to churches to begin and continue work 
with their older people. The church needs to provide a place where 
these older people can learn, grow, develop, serve, and minister . 
The church needs an environment of love and acceptance of these 
people . It needs to realize the mru~y special needs that the elderly 
have. 11 'fue church, if it is to minister adeqw.tely, must identify the 
needs of the elderly and reaffirm their personhood as older, but as 
no less valuable, children of God.u 2 
Trust in God is an important source of happiness in later life . 
As people grow older many find religion and the church to mean more 
to them than it did before . !!Older people participate more in church 
life than in all other types of social organizations combined." 3 
The goal of the church should be to help these interested older people 
become matQre Christians who find joy in conununication with God and in 
sharing in service with others. The Greek poet Sophocles said, 11 0ne 
must wait until the evening to see haw splendid the day has been. 11 
Just how splendid the days of an older person have been may depend on 
1•rhat church leaders do to mjnister to ag ing persons and their fami-
lies . 4 Those older persons who are church members or. who have been 
involved in church life for some time are shown to have better personal 
adjustment in old age than non-members. 5 The Church ~ play a 
positive role in personal adjustment in old age. 
Christians have a special obligation to affirm the worth and dig-
nity of every person-- this was the thrust of much of ~esus ' earthly 
ministry. More than any other institution in our society, the church 
has a unique opportmlity to protect the personhood of senior citizens • 
11 The Gospel speaks to the needs of the total man throughout the total 
life cycle. Christ cared; we should too. 11 6 
The Bible speaks of the importance of older people and that they 
should be respected and reverenced. "Hearken to your father who begot 
you, and do not despise your mother when she is old." (Proberbs 23: 22, 
RSV). "Do not cast me off in the time of old age; forsake me not when 
my strength is spent." (Psalms 71:9). The Bible speaks in such a way 
to tell that there is beauty in old age. 11 The glory of young men is 
their strength, but the beauty of old men is their gray hair." (Pro'l.lierbs 
20: 29). In Old Testament times, the aged occupied a prominent place 
in the social and political system of the Jews. They were looked up 
to as t he ones having much knowledge. They were allowed to g ive theil"' 
opinions first. The attainment of old a e; e was regarded as a special 
blessine;. In public affairs age formed the main qualification ·of those 
who acted as representatives of the people in all difficult matters 
(elders). 
The older people in our churches today have much to offer by way 
of knowledge and skill. 'rhey are masters of survival; they have gone 
through alot of change. Our churches can gain alot from what they have 
to add to our fellowship. "Both the increasing number of old people in 
our population and the increasing emphasis upon the plar~ e of religion in 
the lives of individuals and j.n the affairs of society make an examination 
2 
of the relat,ionship between the older pers on and the church especially 
pertinent and appropriate today. Churches, in cooperation with other 
agencies and institutions, are trying to meet many of the needs presented 
by the problems of the aged. There is a need to survey the effectiveness 
of their programs and to suggest addit,ional ways in which they can improve 
their work ." 7 
There are many things that a church can do for older peopl e . A 
vital need of the church 1s older people is spiritual growth cont:inuation. 
The Christian life should be viewed as a spiritually growing journey , 
with growt h being not just important for the elderlJ) but essential. 
The pastor and other church members may hold the key t o helping the older 
persons achieve this growth. One way is through effective worship ser-
vices using ~ome of the things the elderly used to have, such as older 
hymns. Another way the pastor could aid the members would be through 
PJ.."eretirement co1.lllseling and o·bher co1.lllselin~. Another idea is a 
Vacation Bible School for Senior Adults , includj11g Bible study, films, 
singing, and devotions. One of the activities included writing letters 
to themselves in which they outlined r.;oals they want ed to work t oward 
during the next three months . The letters were collected and mailed to 
them in three months . It proved to be a good check-up for them on their 
progress. The church should encourage the elderly to have their own 
personal devotional activities. Reading the Bible and meditating upon 
it;s contents can be a major source of peace and comfort. 
Many older people take into their mature years the same idea of 
the function of religion as they had when they were young. But if 
religion is really going to be meaningful for senior citizens, it must 
relatel to their changing needs. Whatever types of c lasses or spiritual 
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growth· activities are held, it is important to remeJ:ll.ber that it is a 
basic task of the church to teach spiritual lessons and to meet the 
spiritual needs of the people. 
The church can also aid the older people through educational pro-
grams . Classes on death, retirement, illness, or aging could be held. 
These educational sessions are to help the aged become better persons 
and the yoUnger people prepare for old age. Education can have an im-
portant part in church work with the aged, because older people can 
have much to live for if their interests are kept at a high level. 
Another area of ministry that must be met in dealing with older 
people is provid:ing for their physical needs. This may involve 
providing such things as transportation, often through bus ministries , 
or meals, through 11meals-on-wheels 11 or at the church. Housing for 
older people is one area that involves difficulty for the person and 
the family. Southern Baptists have homes for the aging in twelve 
states and the District of Columbia. 8 These mstitutions are a 
fairly recent development for the Baptists . Before this century, care 
for the elderly came from family and relatives. However , the modern 
trend now is away from large family tmits and the relative instability 
of the modern family is makmg family arrangement less adequate . Older 
people often have many physical problems and this therefore is an 
important type of mmistry. Physical needs most often need to be met 
before any o·thers can be. 
Another important area of ministry in the church to older people 
is through fellowship with others. The aged should be provided with 
opportunities for fellowship through creative:JL'ecreation. Many older 
groups enjoy bowlmg leagues or craft classes together. The activities 
supply an occasion for fellmvship among other older people . Some churches 
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have Senior Adult Choirs for those 65 and older tha t sing regularly in 
church and travel to other places. Holiday activities are usually 
emphasized because they are family times of the year and many of these 
people are alone nmv , The Chm~ch should not let it be an emp~r holiday 
for them. 
There are special needs of those that can not attend Church services , 
The most important ministry in this area is visitation, Personal visiting 
and listening to the older person who is shut-in is usually what he will 
appreciate most, Many chm~ches have visitation programs set up . Some 
have visitors that go and teach a Bible lesson at least once a month . 
There are important things to remember when visiting , Don 't promise 
to visit again soon if you may not be able to. Unfulfilled promises 
distress an older person . Don 1t visit in large groups; too many people 
will confuse the elderly. Important objectives in visitation to the 
elderly are: demonstrate that they aren 1 t forgotten , express real 
interest and a helping attitude , and carry the church news, especially 
that about special activities for the older people, Some people who 
live too far away to visit often are on a 11 mail-out11 visitation program, 
Another type of service is a Telephone Check Service where older people 
who live alone are called daily to be sure they are all right . In 
nm~s:ing homes, community chapla:i.ncy programs can be started, Also, 
an "adopt" a neighborhood block program can be started where visits 
are made to forr;otten elderly on a certain block , 
There are an infinite number of thinos a church can do to help 
its older people and others in the community, Each church has to decide 
for itself what programs are best for it throue;h examination of the other 




Senior adults, like any other group of people, would rather have 
leaders who work with them than to have leaders do things .fEE. them. , Older 
people want to continue to be useful and needed. The older committed 
Christian is eager to be active in his service to God, his church, and his 
fellowmen. 11God has called us to be servants all of our lives-- not just 
1mtil we are sixty-five. As Christians we need to continue to serve." 9 
Reaching retirement age should not mean retiring from service with the 
church. It should be the a ge to really begin using the reservoir of 
energy and ability that many older people have been storing up. Often 
senior adults haven 1t been given opportunity to serve, thm:tgh. 
By allowing an older person to use his skills, he can lmow that 
whatever talent God has given to hj~ is still very i mportant and needed. 
1\Jfany older people have musical talents that they have con·t.inued to keep 
in practice. Some have writing skills and art talent that have i mproved 
with age. Others have talents in ceramics, woodworking , or other trades 
that they can help teach to others, thereby expanding the number involved 
in such activities. 
A church has jobs that are always needing done, and elderly members 
are often there to help. Some are bus drivers; others are sewing for 
the clothing room. Some help in clerical or adm:i.rtistrative work; others 
help clean-up the grounds. Older members are also very often involved 
on coJmnittees, in visita tion, or a.s teachers of Bible classes. 
Some churches have an organized club or group of thes e dedicated 
older people who work together, often for some needy cause, such as 
aiding underprivileged children. These groups have come up with s uch 
names as: The Keen-Agers, SAFO (Senior Adult Fellowship Organization), 
LLL ("Live Long and Like It11 Club), Golden Age Club, XYZ (Extra Years of 
Zest), and JOY Fellowship (Just Older You·th). 
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Groups of dedicated, serving older people have promoted many types 
of activit d.es. An interesting program is a; widow-to-widow program that 
involves a widow helping out a new widow in any way she can. She may 
sj~ply be there to listen for a couple of hours or she may stay with 
the woman for a few days. 
Within the church organization, a study committee is often organ-
ized in which the church staff meets with a few of the older members to 
listen to their ideas on what kind of ministry they would like to have. 
All of these services which older people can perform withjn the 
church will not be used if wise leadership is not present to invite and 
encourage them to do so. If there is this guidance and encouragement, 
the Church will benefit and the older people themselves will prosper. 
Every problem of an individual could be viewed as a. spiritual 
problem, or at least having spiritual j~plica tions. However, there 
are some specific s piritual problems which many older people have. 
One main problem with older people is their fear of the future, 
expecially of death. To the older person, death is a very rea:}., 
near thing. A church shm.lld take steps to try to aid in helping 
these people face this major problem. The question could be raised, 
"How do you help someone get ready to die?" There is no easy solution 
here, but it is here tha t the Church should be closest to having the 
answer . Perhaps discussions and lectures could be held to attempt to 
point out some of the simplicity and even beauty of dying that God can 
put into death. 
Another spiritual problem is the guilt that some older people 
still have from failure earlier in life. Or, this guilt may have come 
about from an overall sense of failure in achieving goals in life by the 
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older;, person. 
Also, the elderly person's spiritual life, specifically his personal 
acts of devotion to God, may suffer, too. Most of this is caused by 
physical impairment, especially of the senses, such as poor eyesight 
when try·:ing to r ead a small pr:int Bible or poor hear:ing when listen:ing to 
radio or TV sermons. 
The elderly person may have problems try:ing to get to church. Such 
things as bad weather, no transportatiom, and physical problems makes it 
difficult for attendance. The older person may feel ljjce he should not 
attend sometimes because he cannot dress well or he cannot contribute 
financially to the church, and he therefore stays away. 
There are some attitudes and feelings that an older person receives 
from within the church that may keep him away. Today so many churches 
are almost comple·tely youth-oriented that this is, and understandably 
so, enough to keep the older person away. He often feels pushed aside 
by all of the younger members. Most old people have difficulty adjust-
ing to changing conditions and this can cause many problems in the church 
unity. They become dissatisfied with the new ideas and changes within 
the church. This over-emphasis on youthfulness and change in churches 
had cultiva.ted the attitude into people t hat time spent with older pe ople 
is wasted and all that they do hav~ are problems. These social attitudes 
need to be changed and the church should be a leader :in changing them. 
"Confronted with all the problems which our society contributes to older 
people, the elderly individual is often more open to the message of the 
church than he has ever been before. 11 10 It is therefore important 
that Christians aid these people and give them the message of love and 
fellowship tha t they need in order to continue living "life" • 
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The church today has a very wide range of roles to play in help:ing 
the older person. It needs to be an encourager of t,he aged to believe 
in serving and growing, not just letting theiiJBelves grow old. The Church 
can be the one to break the bondage of age-ism and to show all ages how 
to live and fellowship together. The Church has the role of being a 
minister to the aged, through such programs as spiritual guidance , 
recreational activities, and fellowship. Being a minister to the aged 
also involves utilizing the elderly. The concern of both types of these 
m:inistries im' Christian service-- one is service ~ the elderly, and 
the other is service through them. In general, the role of the church 
could be sunnned up in making church membership meaningful for these 
senior members. Geneva Mathiasen said, 11VTe believe that religion is the 
key to a happy life in old age as it is in all ages . The cht1rch or 
synagogue working with and ma}5:ing use of its ovm spiritual and social 
resources of the community can he the most effective instrument b1 
helping people live out their lives with maximum fulfillment and grade." 
The main place that I see should he worked with most in dealing with 
older people is the same as that emphasized by an older woman that I 
interviewed in a nursing home. She feels that the main thing that needs 
to be done is for more visiting with individual, lonely old people to 
take place. Personally aiding an older pe~son in growing spiritually 
and socially is the greatest ·thing that can be done to help that person. 
Helpjng an older person to feel needed, loved, and alive should be the 
goal of the Church today. "Christians can f:ind assurance and victory in 
the knowledge that while science can add years to life, God in Christ 
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